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Transcribed by Historic Preservation Graduate Student Rachel Burns
____________________________________________________________________________
RB: Today is November 6th, 2018. This is Rachel Burns, I’m a graduate student in the Historic
Preservation Program, along with Matt Jones, another student in the program. We’re in Detroit,
Michigan speaking with James Beasley, an alumnus of the university. Beasley graduated from
the University in 1977 and was an active member of the Student Senate and other associations
on campus. Today, we are interviewing him as a part of our “Taking Great Risks” Oral History
Program. I want to start off by asking how did you select Eastern for undergrad?
JB: Okay, that’s a good question. I had three schools that I had applied to. I applied to the
University of Michigan, Michigan State and Eastern Michigan University. By the time I got to be
a senior in high school, I came down with an illness, I think it’s called senioritis (laughs). The fun
of being an upperclassmen caught up with me. The University of Michigan and Michigan State
said they wanted to see I did in my senior grades, and my fun sort of had an expense. So they
said “well, we think you need to go to a junior college and then you can come back.” When I got
that from Michigan I said “well, I’ll get accepted into State.” But when Michigan State came back
the same result, now I’m worried, because I only applied to three schools. When I finally got the
letter from Eastern Michigan and it said “congratulations, you’ve been selected,” that’s all I
needed. It was one of things I was grateful for. Eastern took a chance on me and I wanted to
make sure that I fulfilled my end of the bargain.
RB: Did you know about the university beforehand? Did recruiters ever come to your school?
How did you become aware of Eastern?
JB: Well, one of the things I did-I didn’t step foot on the campus until my fresh orientation-but I
had heard about Eastern through some of its athletic prowesses at the time. They were very
good athletically. They had just qualified to go to the Pioneer Bowl. They had legendary players
on their team like John Banaszak and Dave Purifoy, they went on to play pro. Larry Radcliffe
was an outstanding running back. The basketball team was prolific because they were lead by
George Gervin at that time. That got me pretty excited about coming to Eastern. I’m glad that I
did.
RB: What did you major in?
JB: I majored in Business Administration. Even back then, we were somewhat trailblazers in that
particular department. There weren’t a whole out of African Americans going into the business
department, so we had a influx there. You had to deal with a lot of the backlash and some the
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racial attitudes which came from the professors at the time who really didn’t think you should be
there. Often times, you were in situations where you knew you had to excel in order to even be
judged as being equal. That ultimately became a part of our DNA. As a result, we even had to
deal with some organized protest because of unfair administration within the College of
Business at that time. Nevertheless, the things you do in society at times will ultimately find a
way to heal themselves.
RB: Were you aware of the demonstrations and protest that had happened in the years prior?
JB: Yes.
RB: Did that have any effect on your decision to come to the university?
JB: Not really. It gave me my interest, making it one of the three top universities I wanted to go
to at the time. I also had a chance to talk to my physics professor out of Northwestern High
School, Dr. Kolo [additionally Beasley spoke with his chemistry teacher Ms. Daisy Elliot] . One of
the things he was saying was about the benefit of either being a small fish in a big pond or a big
fish in a small pond. Each has its advantages depending on what you do with it. So that put it
into perspective for me. I’d heard about the protest at Eastern Michigan because protests were
happening all over the country, even in the same period of time, you heard about the protests at
Kent State University which ultimately had death associated with it. The whole sixties era of
which I grew up in, was a very tumultuous time. It was tumultuous because of the war. The
Vietnam War caused a lot people to be school in the first place because you could get an
exemption. It was an exemption and an opportunity at the very same time. In our lives seeing
the Civil Rights Movement was playing out in your face, brought in right to your television in the
living room-all of that made it real. It wasn’t something we read in a history book. It was
something we experienced face to face in real life. The tumultuousness of going in- 1968 Martin
Luther King being assassinated April 4th in the morning. Then exactly two months later, Bobby
Kennedy being assassinated. I remember being in elementary school when John Kennedy was
killed in 1963. These are all things that have an impact in your life. It’s probably similar to when
you experienced when 9/11 hit. Those are impactful days that you always remember where you
were at and what you were doing.
MJ: Were you involved in activism before you got to Eastern?
JB: Somewhat. I got involved in it at our high school. I came Detroit Northwestern. We had a
black student union and were going through the causes at the time. It was more of a universal
cause because we even had reinforcing music like James Brown’s “Soul Brother No. 1.” I was
thinking about some of the positive lyrics they had “say it loud, I’m black and I’m proud.” “I don’t
want nobody to give me nothing. Open the door and I’ll get it myself.” These are all questions
and songs about empowerment and at that time, we were very conscious coming out of the Jim
Crow Era growing up in the sixties. In 1964, the Civil Rights Act was just passed. A year later,
John Kennedy was assassinated. Then you got to Malcolm X and his movement and then he
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was taken out. All of this change was coming so fast but yet we still have to find a way to take
advantage of the opportunity and fortunately enough for us, you had a sense after Dr. King was
killed in 1968, that people wanted to do the right thing. So we had doors of opportunity open. I
feel like I was fortunate enough to be in the right place at the right time. When I came out of high
school, doors of opportunity were open. One of the things we need to focus in on is affirmative
action, I think it should be called affirmative access. All it did was give you access to something
you didn’t have before. Once you came to Eastern Michigan University, there was no affirmative
action plan for us to get a degree. Everybody had to compete at the same level in order to
graduate. So that's one things that I found when I got involved with the black student union
when I first came to Eastern Michigan. That gave us a sense of belonging, it gave us a sense of
transition and it gave us a sense of connection. Back then, we had the Office of Minority Affairs
with Roselle Davenport who was running it, as well as brother Les Bates. Les Bates was
running the Coping Program. The Coping Program was a program to give those new to the
college environment some additional skills so that we could compete at a collegiate level. Those
are the things that are probably still needed right now. When you really look at the quality of
education that we got out of Detroit Public Schools- it’s one of the things that I’m fight for now, to
improve the opportunity for scholars. I tell people coming out of Detroit Public Schools, we were
probably the last group of black students who were coming out of a system which had primarily
been designed for whites that hadn’t been deconstructed yet for profitability. So we had full
richness of a curriculum. I can think back to our neighborhood school Andrew Elementary we
used to walk to. People in our neighborhood that I grew up with like Ray Parker Jr. who wrote
ghostbusters, we started together in elementary, junior high, high school. All these things came
up even when I went to Eastern Michigan University, you had people from all over Detroit Public
Schools and they didn’t all come from Cass, Renaissance and King. They came from the entire
school systems. That was the bond that held us together. When we came up to Eastern, even
being a black student living in a dormitory, we’d go down a hallway and if a door was open and
you saw someone who looked like you, you’d introduce yourself and give a sense of comradery.
It was just manners. I had a great time going to Eastern Michigan.
RB: You got involved in the BSA immediately?
JB: Yep, in my freshman year. Another thing that held us together us was that all of us had
come in up and were involved in the church. We were looking for that thing that would hold us
together. There was a student, Martha Jean Cotton. Martha Jean formed the EMU Black Gospel
Choir in 1977. We all came together and the name has subsequently been changed to the EMU
Gospel Choir, but at the time it was the Black Gospel Choir, and it was a reason for us to come
together and worship the Lord. We had an excellent program too. We had an exchange program
in the spring with Harvard Kuumba Singers. They would come in the fall and they would perform
in Pease Auditorium and in the spring, they would invite us on their east coast tour. We went to
Colgate University, Kent State, and Harvard. We would perform at Harvard. Those were some
great memories that held us all together as well.
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MJ: I read about some of the events at EMU. I think there were solidarities days in the late
sixties and early seventies. Nikki Giovanni came to speak at Eastern and the black gospel choir
was right behind her in pictures.
JB: Multiple times up there.
RB: Alex Haley as well.
JB: I still have Alex Haley’s signature from when he and spoke. The thing that got me involved in
student government was the fact that I was already involved in a residential hall association
because I lived in the hall. Being second vice president of RHA, one of the responsibilities was
being a liason to EMU Student Senate. I would have to go to the Student Senate meetings,
representing the residential hall association. Ultimately, I liked the Student Senate and when the
next election came around, I ran for senator and I won. That’s how I got involved and I had
some great experiences. We formed a black caucus, the first black caucus of the Student
Senate which included myself, Leonard Posey, Wesley Ganson, Bruce Sanders and ultimately,
we got together and in 1975-76, we ran Leonard Posey and he won as the first black student
body president. In the following year, I was elected on a slate with Anita Regalado. Anita
Regalado was the first hispanic student body president, and I was the first black student senate
president. Those were all breakthroughs that we were working through at the same time.
Ultimately, I found a little known secret, a lot of those student government positions had stipends
and scholarships associated with it that I didn’t know until I got involved with it. That’s just an
additional bonus to be involved. But I got involved was because we needed to. One of the first
issues that got me involved was how we used the student assessment fees. They were using
the student assessment fees to bring in entertainment on campus. The type of entertainment we
had wasn’t particularly interesting to our age group and we made that issue. As a result I was
challenged to get involved and I did. For the first time, we brought in a concert which consisted
of a jazz fusion group called Weather Report and Earth, Wind and Fire. They performed in
Bowen Field House.
MJ: That’s awesome!
JB: It was phenomenal. It was sold out. People from Ann Arbor and everybody was trying to
come down and pack the place. Everything was an uplift after that. We got The Temptations,
Natalie ColeMJ: Four Tops I saw came through there. One of my other duties at EMU is to research some of
the events that happened right in the seventies. I’m looking through this lists of visitors and I
can’t believe it. Like when I saw Duke Ellington and Prince was there.
JB:We saw Miles Davis and Les McCann. It was just phenomenal the quality of entertainment. It
was great those groups were able to bring in a lot of people. I got exposed to Chicago for the
very first time. I thought these guys are good. Some of were beyond my realm of appreciation
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like J. Giles Band, and Uriah Heap they were alright. Maurice White, who found Earth Wind and
Fire, used to be the drummer for Ramsey Lewis.
RB: Oh wow!
JB: So he decided to go out with his brother and a few friends and the world has never been the
same. The greatest band that’s ever been created.
RB: Were you a member of the black student association your whole time at Eastern?
JB: Yes.
RB: What kind of responsibilities did you have in that group?
JB: Well, I was actively involved in the first two years. Then after that, I decided to have a
change. I decided I was going to join Kappa Alpha Psi fraternity. When I did that, it was a
demanding period of time. The pledgeship was long and physical, so I sort of deviated at the
time. So that’s probably the time I needed that extra year to repair some academic damage. I
really got more involved after I became a Kappa and then I got involved in student government.
By being involved in student government it gave us the ability to make the system that we were
apart of work to our advantage. One of the things we did that I am most proud of had to do with
our student assessment fee. Our student assessment fee came into the student government. I
think at that time, we probably had $30,000 to work with. We would take the money and we give
allocations to student organizations. The reasons for doing that was to keep students on
campus for the weekends because Eastern Michigan was then, and probably still is, considered
a commuter campus. That was designed to do that and to encourage more student participation
because we were able to work from within. We would have forums where we would invite all of
the student organizations and let them know what they needed to do to qualify for money and
do grants. We were able to fund organizations that had probably never been traditionally funded
before. You get more toward the mainstream with that. That’s a big part of the assimilation
process- how do you come together but still maintain your identity? You don’t have to give up
who you are in order to be who you are.
RB: How would you approach the student senate governor with these sorts of topics?
Specifically what kind of rhetoric would you use to inform the white students about why these
sort of issues were important?
JB: Well that’s the beauty of being involved with student government. It gave you a chance to
come up with an idea and seek consensus from those who had shared ideas to support the bill
you presented. We had written resolutions and justifications for the resolutions to be presented
to the senate. We would lobby and create work form agreements to get enough votes to pass
the legislation. One of the most significant and ongoing things we did that is still in affect today
with a different was when I was president of Student Senate, there was a senator named David
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Whittaker. He came up with the concept with honoring Dr. Martin Luther King on the day we call
Humanitarian Day. For years, before it became a holiday, we would honor Dr. King with the
Humanitarian Day honor. It still sort of kept the same focus that the Martin Luther King
Celebration Day does at Eastern Michigan. While you have the president luncheon, we typically
had an international speaker come in and we would do things of significance. In the black
student association, one of the things we were probably most proud of was working with the
breakfast program at Perry Elementary School. That early Perry Elementary School experience
is still being documented by the Housing and Urban Development Education Department as an
example of early learning because a hungry child can’t concentrate on the subject matter
because of biological straints. That made a major difference.
MJ: Were you able to see results of that down the road a ways to see how that helped and what
benefit it gave them?
JB: Yeah, you would see the immediate day to day results and when you asked the teachers
they said it would show up in the concentration aspect of it. That’s sort of the area I’m working
in, applied blended learning to close the achievement gap. It’s important, particularly in early
elementary up to grade three, that we give them a foundation to learn how to read effectively.
You want eliminate any negative barriers that have a negative effect on achieving that goal. By
feeding them at first, you can get everyone on the same spot. If the teachers know what they
are dealing with starting out, you can have a foundation to build from. You really never know the
type of environments that so many of these kids come from. Even if you look around schools
today, you find that the majority of the schools, particularly the ones are Title One eligible, kids
are going to be eating three times a day. If you have extended learning programs, you’re
definitely going to have to give them supper. Giving them breakfast, lunch and supper is one
way of dealing with the effects of poverty. When you look at a city like Detroit, well over 40% of
the public school system is dealing with that. If you look at tying poverty into academic
achievement, you’ll find it’s directly related.
MJ: You said that the teachers would tell you that the concentration was going up. I guess we
never talked about how teachers responded to you going there and doing the breakfast
program.
JB: We were sort of fortunate because we had unusual access to Perry Elementary. We were
volunteers and performing a service so we were received with open arms at the time. It was
good. The principal of Perry Elementary School was an Eastern graduate as well. We had other
associations over there. Eastern was very prominent in their community.
MJ: Do you remember his name?
JB: Leo Clarke. He’s deceased now. He was an member of my fraternity Kappa Alpha Psi.
Sometimes we would have access to the facility for meetings.
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RB: Earlier you mentioned a need for reformation in the College of Business. Could you expand
on that? What were the issues that were happening in the college of business?
JB: You had some university professors who were flat out racist. They were racist and
unashamed of it their expression of it. It would reflect on the grading scale based on how they
would grade the black students verses the other students. Some of it just had to be publicly
challenged. If you go back and look at the Eastern Echo, it made it to the front page. It was a
major concern. I know friend who was involved. A lot of it was happening in the business policy
classes. If you're in the business curriculum, the policy classes are the final, gateway class that
the business department has before you’re let out. Everybody had to go through it and it’s a
class that challenges all of the disciplines in business: marketing, management, accounting and
finance. You had to do case studies to bring it all together. You would learn by putting together
all of these interwoven case studies. They were usually taught using the socratic seminar
method where they don’t tell you anything, they just ask a bunch of questions and you had to
put it together. People were doing these pages, and sometimes the papers were 40 to 50 pages
long. I had a friend who turned in a paper that would constantly get E’s and D’s and one time he
turned in a paper and got a zero on it. You wrote a 50 page paper and then get a zero. You
could have not turned anything in and got a zero. That’s how far out of whack this thing was.
Eventually, we went up to the department head and discussions were made and they were able
to handle the situation. Those were simple things that you hear. But on a positive side, was
Kappa Alpha Psi got together and got an appropriation together from student government to put
on a program called Kappa Carnival. The space we used for Kappa Carnival is probably where
the student center is right now or right behind Bowen Field House. We had a 100 foot tent, we
had games underneath the tent that we rented out to student organizations so that they could
use it as an opportunity for fundraising. We had amusement rides come to campus, probably
like 15 rides. One of our proudest days was walking into a business class and hearing a
business professor talk about Kappa Alpha Psi fraternity. “Have you seen that black fraternity
Kappa Alpha Psi? It’s amazing what they were able to pull off!” But this was one of the
incentives with the student assessment fee to keep people around. It gave us a great
opportunity to just come together, bond together and encourage each other to keep on going.
RB: You mentioned earlier the Office of Minority Affairs which doesn’t exist anymore. Could you
explain, from your understanding, what whole office encompassed and what they were doing?
JB: Yes. First, it provided a universal sounding board so that we all got a chance to meet each
other and greet each other. Sometimes, if we were between classes, we’d come down-it was in
Goddard Hall which is across from Porter which used to be library. We were on the first floor and
that’s where most of the student offices were at. Student government offices were on that floor.
The Dean of Students office was there too, who at that time was Betty White. Her office was in
that building. We would come there not only to share time but also if you had any particular
problems with the university, it gave a you a central ombudsmen to try to address the issues for
you. Also under that office, we had Les Bates who was running the coping program. Probably
one of the most positive things I was able to pick up from the Coping Program was additional
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reading skills and techniques on how to prepare yourself for what was going to be required. The
volume of reading you do from high school college increases a lot. So we felt that by coming to
Eastern, you had these supportive programs in place that would ensure long term success.
Something else we learned to do was form study groups to help each other accomplish our
mutual goals by working together. Those were some big pluses that came from Office of
Minority Affairs.
RB: When I was doing research for this interview, I found this document about an address that
you made to Student Senate about the exit of black faculty and staff from 1968 till 1973. More
than half of the black faculty that was at Eastern left. I was wondering if you could elaborate on
that and why that was a pressing issue for you and what kind of response you were getting from
Student Senate?
JB: It was a pressing issue because you have to keep in mind, it's always about the doors of
opportunity opening and remaining open. To be a college professor, you have great influence in
terms of minds. We felt that you need to have a faculty and staff which is reflective of your
student body and to have an environment where you have so many black faculty and staff
leaving at the same time is indicative of a systematic problem that needs to be recognized and
addressed accordingly. That’s why it was important. When you start looking at, not only the
number of faculty and staff, but the quality of faculty and staff who were at the university at the
time. You had people like Naomi Long Madgett, who ultimately became poet laureate for the city
of Detroit. She came from my high school too, Northwestern High School. Those are real
important issue that we have to address. Unfortunately, even to today, it has been a long
existing problem at Eastern Michigan University. The problem of retaining black faculty and staff
is something that Dr. Woods is probably something intimately knowledgeable of. It’s always
good when I go to campus and see him because he’s always been a stronghold and one to be
trusted. But you then you see people leaving like Courtney McAnuff, good people. Although,
he’s done his time, his loss is missed. Dr. Fenley is another person. It takes that level of
commitment to keep it going even those who came after me. When you look at Judge Greg
Mathis by black faculty and staff. When we have more people reaching out in the community
that helps our pipeline of diversity at the university. It’s not to anyone’s detriment but to the
university’s benefit for us to reach out and stay connected. I think by having black faculty and
staff, it’s critical to the institution’s mission and long term success.
RB: So at the time you were attending the university, there were other students who tended
active in all kinds of protest against the Vietnam War and the Third World Liberation Front and
black students who were trying to make accommodations better on campus. Would you ever
work with students who had different concerns but worked in a coalition to try to better
conditions on campus?
JB: Sure. As a matter of fact, that was the most important element that got me elected. When
we decided to run, I actually ran with Anita Regalado. Anita Regalado was the first Hispanic
student we’d elected to the student body. We thought that diversity we brought to the ticket and
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the shared concerns were enough to unite us and it worked extremely well. Anita is still a
practicing dentist in Southfield, Michigan. She could give you some additional insight into the
different challenges Eastern had at that point. When I started to get involved in student
government, we had various students who were involved in the LGBT community. Back then, it
wasn’t as open and inviting as it is now. It’s a lot more organized now. But the same level of fear
of persecution that was keeping them locked up in the closet, we had to be visual, voiceful and
take it to the streets to get things done. That’s just the way we were trained. We learned a lot
from the riots in the sixties because you look around Detroit and you can still evidence that we
never recovered. You have a riot in Los Angeles, two weeks later everything is rebuilt. In Detroit
50 years later, we are just now get around the fundamental issues that drove the division in the
first place. Like I said, the block I live on is very well integrated but I got a neighbor down the
street that shared with me that very first week that he moved on this block was the week that the
riot broke out in Detroit. You can imagine being a white guy, bringing your whole family here and
in the same week all hell is breaking around you. As a kid, back then I was 12 when it broke out.
I remember seeing Northwestern and Central High schools’ football fields being converted into
military bases. The president sent out 50,000 troops to the border, where are you going to put
these guys at? What they did was take land and turned it into a military base. We saw that
happen in Detroit, we saw the tanks going down the street. Detroit probably had some of the
biggest elm trees you would ever see. Because it had so many elm trees, and you had sniper
warfare going on, it caused conflict. Shortly thereafter, mysteriously, you started having Dutch
Elm Disease. They started to take all of the elm trees out of Detroit. Just changes the
topographical nature of the way the city looks. So many of these things are cause and effect
relationships.
RB: That’s something I would have never considered.
JB: They also did other things too. They found out that the big wide tanks that were designed to
go into the battlefields didn’t work too well on the narrow streets. So they started reexamining
and redesigning the artillery they use for urban warfare. That’s why if something jumps off now,
they can bring a narrow tank down. You live and you learn.
RB: So the black caucus that you helped design in Student Senate-was that different from the
seat that the Black Student Association held in Student Senate?
JB: No. As a matter of fact, it was in addition to it. The black caucus consisted off all of the black
senators that were in student senate. We did that for political reasons so that we could make
sure that issues that we felt strongest about could be spoken for with a unified voice. I used to
work Sun Microsystem and liked the way Scott McNeely, the founder of Sun Microsystem would
say, “We like to put all of our wood behind one arrowhead.” When you do that, it has more
impact. At that point in time, we had to be very strategic. If you had power you needed to know
how to use it.
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RB: Did you ever have face to face discussions with administration about the issues you saw on
campus?
JB: Absolutely. We got involved on multiple levels. Often times before administrators were
chosen, students would have seats on the selection committee. I remember purposely working
on a selection committee when they were looking for a vice president of student affairs. I sat on
that committee and that committee ultimately brought in Dr. Larry Smith who was here for like
forever (laughs).
MJ: We’ve been having discussions with him on the phone. He comes right at you.
JB: Tell him I said hello the next time you speak with him. I always remind him “remember I was
on the selection committee to get your job.” I had to pull that card out one time! I was telling you
about when we were going to do this Kappa Carnival, right? We’ve got 15 carnival rides, we
invested in a tent, all of the student organizations are running games and when we were ready
to do it that weekend and the Associate Dean of Students at that time was a guy of the name of
Sandy McClain. Sandy McClain proposed that we close everything down at seven o’clock. You
don’t make this level of investment to close down at seven o'clock on the weekend. But he
decided that was his final answer. So, I went directly to his boss which is the Vice President of
Student Affairs. I went up to him and asked if he could make this happen and stay open to 11.
He said “Tell you what. I’m going to overrule him. I’ll let you keep it open until 11, but you gotta
make me one promise. You don’t say anything to Dean McClain until I have a chance to talk to
him.” I said “fine.” I walked out of Dr. Smith’s office across campus and who do I bump into
halfway? (Laughs) I just looked at him and smiled “Have a good day!” and kept on going. That’s
one of those inside baseball looks. But sometimes you have to do it because you’ve developed
that relationship. He wasn’t doing me a favor, he was doing what he was supposed to do, and
that was to represent the student. The whole purpose was we had already funded through
student government this organization to have this thing, so why are going to mute it for no
reason?
MJ: Did you have a relationship with Courtney McAnuff?
JB: Yeah. Courtney came in after I left. But our biggest relationship was after I graduated
because I have always been an active alumnus for Eastern Michigan University. I have actually
served on the EMU alumni board. I was one of the founding members of the Black Alumni
Association. By doing that, it kept us involved. Sometimes, we would have students come to us
who need special attention. Courtney was a great facilitator. We could always come to him and
he would work to make things happen. He would always do it within the boundaries of the rules
but it’s good to know who the rules are made for and to be in a power position where you can
exercise them for the benefits of others. We still keep in contact. He’s over at Rutgers now.
MJ: We interviewed him a few months ago. He was fun.
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JB: I’ve had some great experiences. I should have worn my old throwback EMU Sweet Sixteen
basketball sweater. That was the year we had Earl Boykins and we beat Duke. I understand the
team this year should be off the chain. We got to find a way to get the students out there. I think
the biggest mistake they made was putting the Convocation Center-they should have put the
Convocation Center right where the student center is at. When we were in school, you had
Bowen Fieldhouse. Sometimes we would be in our dorms, look out the window and see crowds
heading to Bowen. So you’d take a break from studying and go to see the basketball game or
whatever. That’s easier to do than getting in your car, start it up, drive a mile up the road. The
starting line up and the center, James Williams is 6’11. I think they are moving him to power
forward. You have a center that is over seven feet tall and the rest of the team is 6’10. With that
size, they can go up against any team in the country. When George Gervin was up here, oh my
gosh, it was showtime.
RB: Beyond your fraternity, BSA and student senate, were there other ways you were involved?
JB: Yeah. We mentioned the gospel choir. That took up a lot of time and the residential hall
association too. When I came to Eastern, I tried to get the entire experience. It’s like what Dr.
Coulo said and it served me to well to try to be a big fish in a smaller pond. Sometimes life’s
circumstances will put us in situations that we didn’t plan on but as Gladys Knight says in her
song “sometimes you have to make best out of a bad situation.” When I came here, I had the
attitude that I was going to stay for a couple of years and then transfer to the University of
Michigan. But after the relationships I built in the first two years, I built up some Ypsilanti
arrogance. So I said “I don’t want to go anywhere else, I’m just gonna stay right here.” Some of
the people I went to school with, we’re still close in contact. People like Secretary Rodney
Slater, he was at homecoming this year. We’re constantly realizing that we’re only going to be
as strong as an alumni group as we make it. So we have to keep in contact with each other.
That’s why I was so gratified the archives stimulate this kind of effort because this is the kind of
story that needs to be told. Let me tell you that we got bragging rights, because when I started,
I would tell my friends who went to the University of Michigan and Michigan State about what
Eastern Michigan has done in terms of recognizing the students who put their academic career
on the line to protest during the sixties, they were impressed. It’s not happening up in Ann Arbor
right now and it’s not happening in East Lansing either.
MJ: That’s good to hear. I think it's our boss, Alexis, one of her main focuses. She realizes it’s
not being done enough in other places. So it’s nice to hear that.
JB: What’s really important now is that as well age and start to progress, we start leaving. So it’s
good to capture these messages and remember them. Just like I was telling you about my friend
Ron Johnson who just passed. It’s interesting that the Pittsburgh Steelers had just had him do a
legends piece back in December. He had three minutes to tell his story and who would know a
few months later he’d be gone? I tell people all the time, the greatest friendships I had were the
ones I developed at Eastern Michigan University and at the end of the day, we’re all just
memories in the making.
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RB: We’re getting close to the end. What were some of the positive changes you were able to
see on campus in your time at Eastern?
JB: Okay. Well one of the things we saw was right when we came, Rynearson Stadium was
built. That was very positive. We talked about establishing Humanitarian Day on Martin Luther
King’s Birthday. That was very big. It was always good in terms of the university making the
commitment to continue to get more black professors. They showed a sensitivity at the time.
The president of the university at the time when I first started in Student government was Dr.
Harold Sponberg. He retired, he was replaced by James Brickley who was former lieutenant
governor for the state of michigan. That was probably more of a political appointment than
anything else. But we had a pretty good working relationship with president brickley as well.
Those are some of the most positive changes I saw at the university.
RB: Being an active alum, how would describe the evolution of the black experience on
campus? I hope I didn’t word that weirdly.
JB: What I see is that there’s a lot of comradery. I was just up there for homecoming and it does
my heart well to see the black alumni chapter is still going very strong with good leadership from
Ken Jones. We start see that the generational leadership handed down. That’s important
because we formed the Black Alumni Association back in 1984, we were inspired by those who
came before us. If you remember the olympic gold medalist Hayes Jones, him and the people of
his era, they would come up for homecoming and have their special affairs over at Perry
Elementary School. When I started looking at that, I saw that we needed a more organized
organization. That’s why we put the black alumni group together. Subsequently, I got involved in
the regular Alumni Association and served on that until I was term limited out. I’ve always been
involved in that. I’ve been involved in the E-Hoops group which is one of the supportive groups
for the basketball program. I had a great experience with Secretary Slater, Ron Johnson and I
got to meet Coach Creighton right when he got hired at Eastern Michigan. President Martin
invited us so we had a chance to sit down and talk to him. I could tell that this guy was going to
be good because he’s a good person and a good coach. I could tell the difference with the
caliber of ball players brought up here. I feel like we should have a few more wins, but we are
fighting and are in every game. We want to keep that going.
RB: I don’t have any further questions. Is there anything else that you would like to say for the
record?
JB: I thank you for once again for taking the time to document this. It’s important for students
and everyone who came behind us to realize that the main thing that kept us going was the
common language. ONe of the most common phrases was to look at the struggle. When you
look at the struggle, you look at it as the progress of a people. When you look at where we
started from and you get real honest with the Black experience in America. You start to realize
it’s only been 50 years since the civil rights act was signed. You can’t turn around and remediate
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300 years of subjection in a 50 year period without some expressed approaches toward making
things happen. You can’t even allow yourself to be middle of the road on this because it doesn't
count. When it comes to the benefit of the doubt, you’ll find if you are black you will always get
the doubt. You never get the benefit. It just tells you that when you play game you have to be
too good to be denied. You always have to take the game to a higher level. We find that those of
us who played athletics realize that. You realize that you have an antagonist system against you
but you still work to win the game. You’ll have to make the necessary adjustments to end up on
top. That’s one of the things that I don’t the millennials understand-the concept of a struggle. A
struggle by definition doesn’t come easy. A struggle by definition is a continuum and an ongoing
process. I don’t think we understand that and some ethnic subgroups understand that extremely
well. They know that when everyone works together, everybody benefits. I think that as blacks, if
we understood that, we could the same benefit of cooperative economics. I don’t want to sound
preachy but those are a few of things I’m real passionate about. I think at this stage of the
game, we need to find a way to teach those who come behind us how to read. That’s the key to
freedom. There’s a reason it was a crime punishable by death for slaves who learned how to
read. Now that we have the ability to read, we don’t have the necessary support systems to do
it. When you look at our public school dismantle for profitably sake, the money has been taken
away. The genie has been taken out the bottle and they are trying to stuff it back in. The money
disappeared every year and you don’t get the academic success that you need. Now we are
almost bordering on the state of national security because we don’t have the homegrown
intellect to power the economy of the future. When you look at artificial intelligence and machine
language, and robotics coming into play, we should be very concerned. We need a population
that can deal with that and it needs to start locally.
MJ: You said that the struggle was a continuum. Is there any such thing as a win? What would
that look like?
JB: A win is something that affects society as a whole. It doesn’t just affect people individually.
Although, that’s a major piece of it. Let me put it to you like this. Whoever wins this election for
governor has to find a way to transform education in Michigan. I think one of the biggest
concerns I have is that the basic allocation for students in Michigan that comes from the state is
$7500 per student. If you happen to be a title one district and you give free and reduced lunch,
you receive another $3,000 dollars of federal money to teach poorer children to read. That’s
about $10,000. We still have schools in Detroit that are testing out 0% proficiency in reading and
0% proficiency in math. You’re pushing out millions of dollars and you’re producing nothing for it.
Yet the most recent studies I’ve been able to see say the cost to incarcerate one inmate for one
year in Michigan is $47,000. Think about that, $47,000, that’s more than it costs to attend the
university of michigan for one year. Guess what? It all comes out of the same bucket. Out of our
tax payer bucket, the prison system grabs their money first! It seems like there are inverted
priorities. If you turn the resources around and you put the money into education first, then you
don’t have the problems of long term incarceration and recidivism rates of people of getting out
and returning and all of the other societal damages. Those are things that even the most fiscally
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conservatives and the most liberal people can agree upon. We have to use our resources more
effectively.
MJ: So is it a shift in mind frame? Or is it a cultural shift over a board arching way?
JB: Absolutely. One of the things we have to do is infuse knowledge so people when they know
who they are, they’ll know what they are capable of doing. There’s so much confusion and
misinformation out here that people really don’t understand. One of the things by going through
the black experience I got is that I got to look at where we came from. When you look at our
ancestral history, you get to see that we are some the world’s preeminent engineers and some
of the world’s preeminent architects and designers. When you look at the United States even
though it is such a young country compared to the world’s standard, its 240 something years
old. When you look at the dollar bill they’ve taken the Egyptian images and put it on the dollar
bill because they didn’t have any of their own. I love to go to schools and talk to kids and tell
them “You can’t buy what you hear because it’s not true. People who tell you’re dumb, lazy,
shiftless, don’t accept that. You know why? Because it’s not in your DNA. You know how I
know? Because a dumb, lazy, shiftless slave didn’t live long. We’re descendants from the best.
You have to realize that.” The reason I know is because I was one of those kids. I came out the
same environment. The time I spent at Eastern Michigan allowed me to take jobs in the
computer industry during the entire development period. I got to work for IBM three times and
Hewlett Packard, Xerox, Sun Microsystems, Blackboard. By getting the prerequisite skills to
learn adapt and grow, that’s what this is all about. At this stage in the game, we have to take
those skills and pass them down to the next generation so that they can effectively deal with the
challenges they are going to be faced with. What do you do with an obsolete person- a person
who can’t read, write or reason for themselves? It gives you very limited options. As a culture,
we need to learn to do that. One of the most profound things I heard came from a professor at
Eastern Michigan University. I had long since graduated but I was up there for a program. I
heard him say that America will never the full potential of its greatness until we find a way to
consistently, effectively, mine the talent that is in the black community in America. You don’t
know where the next Booker T. Washington is going to be coming from. You don’t who is going
to have the next Charles Hale who is going to have the next breakthrough in cancer. That’s the
one internal resource that has no limit. If we can the right approaches, processes, and
outcomes, we are going to be much better as a society. But the only way we are going to do that
is to come together and work together, not be decisive to one another.
MJ: And you were doing that at EMU in the early seventies.
JB: Yeah. But you don’t know that in the moment. The older you are you can rationale and
express it. You just knew it was the right thing to do. I just knew that my father, who had a third
grade education who was a former sharecropper in Vicksburg Mississippi, left Mississippi and
came up here to work for Ford where he got the five dollar minimum wage. He was able to bring
his whole family up. He taught me, even though he couldn’t read, the importance of reading.
That became the gateway to my future. For so many of our kids, they don’t have that. When you
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look at those who are getting arrested and going to jail, you’re going to find that about 85% of
them have one thing in common, they cannot read. We know because that’s direct in cause and
effect. We have to find a way to turn it around. We are spending the money, but we aren’t
getting the results. So I think that’s one of the things that God has called me on and gave me a
special skills in the computer generation side and education side, merged together to work with
accelerated learning. We gotta close the achievement gap. There’s a lot of ground to make up.
We can only do it by doing something that looks different. But the problem is innovation by
definition looks different because it is different. People don’t want to change because it seems
so different. Have you ever read this book Who Moved My Cheese?
MJ: I know it, but I haven’t read it.
JB: It’s a simply written book but it has profound lessons. It talks about two mice one is called
Scamp and the other is Scurry. They are living in an environment where everything is
predictable but one day, the cheese is gone. So now it’s a question of what do you do when the
cheese is gone? You have to find new cheese. The bigger story is about how to move in life
when something changes on you. So what happens? Either you mope about it or you go and do
things about it. One of the things I like to do is write poetry. My favorite poem is my shortest
poem. “I asked the Lord to give me a hand. He said I’ll do you better than that, I’ll give you two.
I’m going to give you a right one and a left one.Now what are you going to do?” At the end of the
day, it comes down to personal accountability. A lot of us already have the resources that we
need. It’s just how we put all the piece together, connect the dots, and complete the picture to
get to be where we should be.
MJ: That’s awesome. Thanks for talking to us.
JB: Let me tell you the first poem I wrote. I’m a poet too. It’s called Pinnacle. “Life is like a
mountain with it’s lofty peaks and slopes. Dreams and goals and thoughts from high are filled
with optimistic hopes. I stand at the base and I look at the face and I ask god what should I do.
Well the answer was plain. He spoke through my heart, soul and brain and said it’s all up to you.
He said with my permissive will, you can climb that rugged hill and gain your way to the top. So
with strong faith in my heart, my climb I did start, knowing that I would not stop. For you see, a
challenge awaits the brave soul, the one who dares a climb. When you conquer that difficult
mountain success you will only find that the barriers of your mind are the mountains you must
climb. The doubt that fills your heart are the red seas you must part. The faith that fills your soul
is where you must find your gold. He said your success is in your task, all you have to do is ask.
Seek and ye shall find a solution to every mountain that you climb. For every mountain that we
climb, there’s a cross we all must bear. But that burden seems so light when you know you are
in God’s care. So when you share your dreams and visions and others seem doubtful, and ever
so cynical, just remember that spot at the mountain top is a place that’s called the pinnacle.”
MJ: Thank you for doing that.
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JB: Sometimes, I’ll get random thoughts in my head and I get scared. Figure I must write them
down.
MJ: Anything else you’d like to say? I’m about to turn this off.
JB: Well, anybody got a one dollar bill? I’ve got one more poem. It’s a poem written by the Last
Poets. I remember when I was a freshman in college. Look at the back of these one dollar bills.
It’s called “E Pluribus Unum.” Look at the eagle’s face and there’s a banner that says E pluribus
unum. “Selfish desires are burning like fires among those who hoard the gold as the continue to
keep the people asleep and the truth from being told. Racism and greed keep the people in
need from getting what's rightfully theirs. Cheating, stealin and double dealing as they exploit
the people’s fears. Now, Dow Jones owns the people's homes and all the surrounding land.
Buying and selling their humble dwelling in the name of the Master Plan 'cause paper money is
like a bee without honey with no stinger to back him up and those who stole the people's gold
are definitely corrupt. Credit cards, master charge, legacies and wills real-estate, stocks and
bonds on coupon paper bills. Now the US mints on paper prints, millions every day and use the
eagle as their symbol 'cause it's a bird of prey. The laurels of peace and the arrows of wars are
clutched very tightly in the eagles claws filled with greed and lust, and on the back of the dollar
bill, is the words in god we trust. But the dollar bill is their only God and they don't even trust
each other for a few dollars more they'd start a war to exploit some brother's mother Thirteen
stars in the original flag! Thirteen demons from the Devil's bag! Thirteen berries and thirteen
leaves! Thirteen colonies of land-grabbing thieves! Thirteen arrows in the eagle's claws!
Sixty-seven corporations wage the Devil's wars! Thirteen stripes on the eagle's shield! And
these are the symbols on the US seal! Now the red was the color of the Indian man White was
the devil's who stole the land Blue was the eyes that hypnotised with the tricks and traps they
sprung and even to this very same day they all speak with forked tongue! And so the power is in
the hand of the ruling classes playing God with the fate of all the masses so the people don't get
any in the land of the plenty because E PLURIBUS UNUM means one out of many.”
I learned that back in 1972 and it’s still relevant today! It’s the same problems that we talk about
today like the Dow Jones owning the peoples homes. Look at what we just got out of after
President Obama came in terms of the subprime mortgage rates. In terms of E Pluribus Unum,
now we have an emperor whose only accomplishment is that he’s given the richest one percent
one of the largest breaks they’ve ever had. The question is when do we get back to We The
People? People talk about the Constitution, but you can’t talk about the constitution without
talking about the Preamble. It’s before the Constitution. Preamble is a compound word that
means before statement. When you look at where you the source of all of power, its start at the
beginning. “We the people of the United States in order to form a more perfect union establish
justice and insure domestic tranquility promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of
liberty to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United
States of America.” That comes before the Constitution. The source of the power comes from
we the people. How can something created by the people have more power than the people.
You look at corporations which are entities of the creation from people. How can a corporation
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have more power than the people. When you start to take a look at corporations, they are
entities of the creation of people. How can a corporation have more power than a person?
When we start to get behind that, we have a misplaced value system. I don’t know, maybe I
learned it wrong but that’s one of the things I that I see. When you fight a fight, you have to
understand I don’t want to just fight a fight, I want to fight the good fight like Apostle Paul said. I
want to keep the faith and that’s why we call it a struggle. You got to fight the good fight. There’s
a specific battle to be won and we can take what we learned to position ourselves and pass it
on. Or else we’ll fall further behind.
MJ: Alright.
JB: Did I say too much?
MJ: No, that’s good. But I am going to stop it.
JB: Okay, I appreciate it.

